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During the Renaissance, the history of mathematics became a subject of interest, but this
area of humanist scholarship was not examined purely for its own sake. In Defending Hypa-
tia, Robert Goulding explains how two prominent 16th-century thinkers wrote about the
history of mathematics in order to shape the perception of what mathematics is and to
encourage what they saw as its correct method and use.
After an introduction and a very cursory survey of some ancient and Renaissance his-
tories of mathematics in Chapter 1, the significant sections of the book begin. Chapters 2
and 3 are on the history of mathematics of Petrus Ramus (1515–72). In accordance with
his famous dialectic, Ramus sought a mathematics that was clear and intuitive while being
practical. Goulding follows the development of Ramus’ history of mathematics from his
first views on the subject to his mature treatment of it as found in his Prooemium mathe-
maticum (1567) and his Scholae mathematicae (1569). Ramus first saw mathematics as ahis-
torical, permanent truth; however, when he began to focus on mathematics after having
been forbidden to teach philosophy, he realized that mathematics as learned from Euclid’s
Elements was anything but clear and intuitive, and he then developed a history of mathe-
matics in which the discipline’s original clarity had been clouded by certain Greeks. In his
view, Plato and Euclid were obscurers of mathematics for separating it from its practical
goals and concealing its natural simplicity with abstract demonstrations. Goulding explains
how this history of mathematics was influenced by institutional politics, especially Ramus’
disagreement with Jacques Charpentier, a professor with no mathematical ability who
wanted to be appointed to a chair that had previously been a mathematical post. Ramus
used the historical figures Aristippus and Pythagoras in his feud with Charpentier as he
compared the scholastic professor with the former and himself with the latter.
Goulding next examines Henry Savile (1549–1622) and his history of mathematics. After
Savile received his M.A., he taught an ordinary series of lectures on astronomy at Oxford in
1570 in which he went far beyond what was expected. He lectured upon Ptolemy’s Almagest
in detail instead of the usual, more basic astronomical texts such as the Theorica plane-
tarum. Savile spent many of his early lectures on the history of mathematics, and in these
lectures he railed against the current state of mathematics at Oxford and described what he
believed was the proper attitude towards mathematics. Although Savile took much of his
historical material from Ramus’ Prooemium, he had a much more Platonic view of mathe-
matics than Ramus. He chastised Ramus for his emphasis on the utility of mathematics; in
Savile’s history of mathematics, he saw the demonstrative nature of mathematics as its true
nature and aim. Goulding perhaps could have made use of this emphasis on the demonstra-
tive nature of mathematics in his earlier discussion of Savile’s displeasure with the state of
mathematics at Oxford. Goulding quotes Savile saying that astronomy is “that art which
demonstrates the forward and retrograde motions and revolutions of the planets and fixed
stars. I do not mean that discipline which is the only one most people call astronomy, consist-
ing of the drawing of circles and illustrating by examples” (p. 89 quoting Oxford, Bodleian,
Savile 29, fol. 20v). In his explanation of this quote, Goulding focuses only on the distinc-
tion between general and specific knowledge and does not bring attention to the emphasis
that Savile is placing upon the difference between demonstrative knowledge and mere
knowledge of the fact.
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Goulding’s fifth and sixth chapters move to early modern treatments of the history of
Euclid and his Elements. At the time of Ramus, there was widespread confusion between
Euclid of Megara and the Euclid of the Elements. Ramus, attempting to allow adequate
time for the deterioration of geometry between Plato and Euclid the geometer, read the his-
torical sources such as Proclus as showing that there were indeed two Euclids. Savile agreed
with this reading and elaborated upon Proclus’ historical argument about the dating of
Euclid the geometer. The question about the Elements hinged on what parts of it were writ-
ten by Euclid and what parts were written by later commentators. The dates of Theon of
Alexandria and Proclus played a major role in this debate. Ramus used incorrect dating
of Proclus and Theon to argue that Euclid’s Elements were originally analytical and not
deductive and that commentators such as Theon had destroyed the natural flow of the
work with their proofs. Savile used the same mistaken facts to argue that commentators
such as Theon did not dramatically alter the Elements. After the correct dating of Proclus
was established in 1592, Savile had to resort to rhetorical arguments, comparing Ramus’
dismemberment of the Elements to the Alexandrian mob’s treatment of Hypatia (the source
of Goulding’s title). In these two chapters, Goulding still focuses on Ramus and Savile, but
he takes into consideration the views of many more Renaissance thinkers. Goulding ends
the book with a very short conclusion on the legacies of Ramus and Savile. It is followed
by two appendices on the historical contents of Savile’s lectures and on which of Savile’s
lectures known to us in his lecture notes were actually given.
In his book, Goulding makes a few problematic claims. Goulding’s attempt to locate his
work in the historiography is especially misleading. In the introduction, Goulding says, “In
this book I argue that there were indeed histories of mathematics before Montucla [author
of the Histoire des mathématiques (1758)] which are worthy of scholarly attention” (p. xi).
There is in fact no question about whether there were histories of mathematics before Mon-
tucla. That there were is accepted by all who study the subject. Goulding then sets up a
slightly more refined straw-man position that modern scholars think that there are no
“genuine” histories of mathematics before Montucla (p. xi). To prop up this straw man,
Goulding cites an article, but the passage referenced really is only about the unhistorical
and confused nature of three particular 18th-century histories of mathematics, not all his-
tories [Scriba et al., 2002, p. 112]. I am not aware of any historian who has claimed that
there are no histories of mathematics before Montucla that are worthy of study. Even Noah
Swerdlow who has given a prominent place to Montucla, has plainly stated, “There are
notable histories of the mathematical sciences prior to the eighteenth century. . .. We can
learn from such works even today, although often more as primary than as secondary
sources; but the first history of the mathematical sciences that we can still read as history,
and indeed should read is Jean Etienne Montucla’sHistoire des mathématiques” [Swerdlow,
1993, p. 301]. Goulding himself does not contradict this position (although it is unclear
whether he would agree with it or not); he does not study these histories before Montucla
to learn about ancient mathematics, but as a way of learning about how figures such as
Ramus and Savile did history and how they used their history to promote certain mathe-
matical practices and institutions. Another problematic issue is that in the introduction
Goulding says that Chapter 4 is on the reception of Ramus’ history of mathematics, but
the chapter only discusses Savile. Savile was by no means the only Renaissance historian
of mathematics to use Ramus extensively. Interestingly, Goulding notes in the introduction
that the two most well-known Renaissance historians of mathematics, Commandino and
Baldi, used Ramus, but in the chapter supposedly on the reception and influence of Ramus’
history, these two figures are not even mentioned.
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The book also seems disjointed at points. Almost all of the material has been published
before in articles, and the book often reads more like a set of related articles than a mono-
graph. The jump from Chapter 4 on Savile to Chapter 5 on the historical understanding of
Euclid up through Savile is especially abrupt. The introduction attempts to explain how the
separate chapters fit together, but the train of thought does not flow smoothly from one
chapter to the next.
These flaws are relatively minor though. On the whole, each chapter’s material provides a
fine example of the incorporation of the history of mathematics into wider cultural and
intellectual contexts, an area in which the history of mathematics has often trailed behind
the main trends in the history of science.
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In the history of mathematics Guglielmo Libri (1802–1869) is perhaps best known
because of his bitter disputes with Joseph Liouville and is still remembered for his erudite
and influential Histoire des Sciences Mathématiques en Italie [4 vol.; Libri, 1838–1841] rely-
ing on many sources since lost. Respect for Libri the historian is usually paired with the
assessment that he was not a high-class mathematician.
Born in Florence, his talents in mathematics and physics were so highly regarded that
in 1823, by the age of 21, he was made professor of physics in Pisa. In 1824/25 he made
his first extended trip to Paris where he became acquainted with Ampère, Cauchy, Fou-
rier, Laplace and the visiting Alexander von Humboldt. He became friends with Sophie
Germain and a protégé of Arago. After his return to Italy he became more and more
interested in the history of mathematics and science while at the same time writing on
physics and mathematics. However, as the Academy of Turin declined to publish two
of his papers he decided to print them privately as Mémoires de Mathématique et de
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